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REWARD SYSTEM PATENT TRADEMARK OFFICE 

This application claims priority to U.S. Provisional Application Serial No. 60/398,644, 
filed July 25, 2002, the contents of which are hereby incorporated by reference. 
5 The present invention is directed to a reward system, and more particularly, to a reward 

system which can provide a reward or rebate based upon customer purchases in selected product 
categories. 

BACKGROUND 

10 Reward or rebate systems may be used to reward customer loyalty and to provide 

incentives for additional customer visits. Many existing rebate systems calculate the reward 
based upon all of a customer's purchases and therefore such rebate systems do not target specific 
areas of interest to the customer. 

15 SUMMARY 

In one embodiment, the present invention is a reward system in which a plurality of 
product categories are created, and the customer, store, or other entity can select the product 
categories to which the program applies or in which the customer's reward will be generated or 
accumulated. In this manner, the categories in which the customer's reward is generated or 

20 credited can be controlled. The reward may be applied in a variety of forms (such as gift cards, 
electronic credit, coupons, gift certificates, etc.) and may be able to be applied to a variety of 
products or product categories. 

In one embodiment, the invention is a method for operating a reward program including 
the steps of establishing a plurality of product categories and receiving an indication of selected 

25 ones of the product categories. The method further includes the step of tracking customer 

purchases in at least the selected categories and providing a reward to the customer based at least 
in part upon customer purchases in the selected categories. Other objects and advantages of the 
present invention will be apparent from the accompanying drawings and descriptions. 

30 BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Fig. 1 is a flow chart illustrating one embodiment of the system of the present invention; 
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Fig. 2 is a representative purchase receipt when a customer's account is below the 
purchase threshold; and 

Fig. 3 is a representative purchase receipt when a customer's account has surpassed the 
purchase threshold; 

5 Fig. 4 is a system or block diagram illustrating various components of a system that may 

be used to carry out the enrollment component or steps of a reward program; 

Fig. 5 is a system or block diagram illustrating various components of a system that may 
be used to carry out the qualifying component or steps of a reward program; and 

Fig. 6 is a system or block diagram illustrating various components of a system that may 
10 be used to carry out the reward component or steps of a reward program 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 
The rebate or reward system of the present invention may be implemented and run in a 
variety of manners. However, in one embodiment, a store or chain which implements the system 

1 5 may first select or define a plurality of product categories. The product categories may be 

relatively broad or narrow. For example in the case of a grocery store, categories such as "frozen 
foods and ice cream," "fresh produce," "pet food and supplies," etc. may be created and used. 
Although the number of product categories and the goods in each product category may vary, 
there may be, for example, from two product categories to about fifty product categories or more. 

20 In one illustrative embodiment (which will be followed herein) the number of product categories 
set up by the store or chain is nine. 

The number of product categories and the products in each product category may be 
determined by a variety of methods. In one embodiment, the store or chain may conduct studies 
or data mining to determine which products or product categories will be used and to determine 

25 how the products and product categories should be arranged to provide the most benefit to the 
store and/or its customers. The categories may be selected to provide a mixture of product 
categories by sales volume. For example, some of the product categories may include primarily 
high volume sale products and others of the product categories may include primarily low 
volume sales products so that sales of the low volumes products may be able to be encouraged. 

30 As another example, the product categories may include a mixture of high and low volume 
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products. The product categories may be selected such that the grouping of products in each 
product category is familiar to, and easily recognized by, the customers. 

Once the store or chain has determined the number and makeup of the product categories 
(shown as step 10 in Fig. 1), customers may then be invited to sign up for the program (step 12) 
5 in which the customers can receive rewards. For example, the store or chain may provide a 

booth, kiosk, table, display area or the like located inside the store (or elsewhere) which includes 
promotional displays providing information about the program. Customers may also be able to 
join the program at checkout with the assistance of a cashier, at self-checkout systems, at a kiosk, 
or by an interactive telephone or voice activation system. Customers may also be able to join the 

10 program through various other methods including, but not limited to, regular mail, e-mail, via the 
internet or web page interaction, etc. 

When a customer joins the program, the customer may be provided with a list of the 
predefined product categories and may be invited to select any number of the product categories 
(step 14). For example, when the store offers nine product categories, the customer may have 

15 the option to select three of the nine product categories. Alternately, the store or some other 
entity may select the product categories for the customer. For example, the store may examine 
past customer purchases and behavior and select categories in which the customer has been an 
active purchaser, or select categories in which the customer has not been an active purchaser, or 
some other combination chosen by this or any other methodology. 

20 Once the product categories have been selected, the selected product categories may be 

linked to the customer (step 14). The store may already have an existing customer rebate or 
customer rewards program with an associated identification card (such as a shopper's card or a 
loyalty card) and account number assigned to each participating customer. In this case, in order 
to link the selected product categories to the customer, the customer may produce his or her 

25 existing customer rewards identification card and a store employee can scan the identification 
card by using a radio frequency bar code scanner (such as a hand held scanner), or the like, to 
access the customer information. 

After scanning a customer rewards program card, the customer may select or be assigned 
an "alternate ED," such as a 7-10 digit identifier, in order to provide an additional security 

30 measure or identifying means. The alternate ID may operate as a personal identification number 
for the customer's account. Thus, for example, when it is subsequently desired to obtain a 
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customer's information or identity for participation in the program, the may customer provide his 
or her alternate ED to the store. 

If the customer is a member of a store's existing rewards program and does not have his 
or her identification card, or is not a member of an existing customer rewards program, or if the 
5 store does not have a customer rewards program, the customer may provide other identifying 
information. The desired customer information (i.e., name, address, phone number, e-mail 
address, family members, etc.) may be collected by a store employee (i.e., by customer 
interviews or providing a data sheet or web page for the customer to fill out). The customer may 
also be assigned or choose an alternate ED at this time. 

10 Once the customer information has been collected and/or the customer has been 

identified, the customer's selected product categories may be linked to the customer or 
customer's account. Any of a wide variety of means or methods may be used for linking the 
customer or customer account to the selected categories. For example, a store employee can 
hand write a code corresponding to the selected categories onto a customer data sheet for 

1 5 subsequent processing. The employee may also enter a code or text in the store computer 

system. The customer may also hand write a code onto a data sheet and provide the sheet to the 
store or store employee (which may constitute "receiving" the selected product categories). The 
store or store employee can then enter the selected products categories into the store's system or 
computer (which may constitute "recognizing" the selected product categories). In one 

20 embodiment, a store employee may have access to a plurality of bar codes, with each bar code 
corresponding to one of the product categories. Once the customer selects or identifies the 
desired product categories, the store employee may scan (i.e., by using a bar code scanner or the 
like) the bar codes which correspond to the selected product categories (i.e., the three selected 
product categories) to link the selected product categories to the customer's account. 

25 After the customer joins the program and selects the product categories, all the customer's 

purchases from the time of joining, as well as the purchases broken down by product category, 
may be tracked (step 16). This tracking may include recording each purchase in a database that 
is classified or arranged by customer identification and/or by product category. In one 
embodiment, the shelf tags and/or products located inside the store may include identifying 

30 information, such as color-coded tags, in order to communicate in which product category each 
product is classified. 
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The store or chain may set a purchase threshold which a customer must meet within a 
predetermined time period before the customer can begin to accumulate rebates or rewards. The 
threshold purchase amount may be selected in order to provide an optimum level which provides 
sufficient incentive and rewards to customers and/or benefit to the store, and may be selected by 
5 data analysis or data mining. The purchase threshold may be set at $0, which is of course 
equivalent to not having a purchase threshold. 

For example, in the illustrative example, the purchase threshold is set at $300. For 
subsequent purchases after joining the program, the total qualifying purchases for each customer 
in relation to the purchase threshold may be printed on the customer's receipt so that the 
10 customer can track his or her progress towards the purchase threshold (see Fig. 2). Of course, 
the customer's progress towards the purchase threshold can be communicated in any of a wide 
variety of other manners, including but not limited to e-mail, web page, mailed flyers and the 
like. 

In the case of groceries, certain purchases may be excluded from the purchases which 

1 5 may qualify towards meeting the purchase threshold (as well as being excluded from the 

program as a whole) such as, for example, alcohol, milk, tobacco products, etc. Although all the 
customer's purchases (excluding specifically exempted purchases) may be considered as 
counting toward reaching the purchase threshold, it is also within the scope of the invention such 
that only selected products or products in selected product categories may count toward reaching 

20 the purchase threshold. Of course, various other manners of counting purchases toward the 
purchase threshold may also be used. 

The running tally of total qualifying purchases for each customer relative to the threshold 
amount may be tracked and printed on each customer's receipt, regardless of whether the 
customer has joined the program. In this manner, non-joined customers may be motivated to 

25 join the program when the customer reviews the information printed on his or her receipt. Thus, 
the purchases in each category may be tracked so that the customer may join the program at any 
time. For example, step 28 illustrates that the purchases of a non-joined customer may be 
tracked. If a customer subsequently joins the program (step 30), the customer may be invited to 
select the desired product categories (step 14) and the program continues as discussed below. 

30 Alternately, the customer may be entered into the program (also shown as step 30) at the 
discretion of the operating store without any affirmative action by the customer. 
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Once the customer has enrolled in the program and the customer's purchases reach or 
surpass the purchase threshold (step 18), the customer may be notified (step 20) and each of the 
customers purchases in the selected product categories may be tracked and printed on the 
customer receipt for each subsequent visit (step 22). Fig. 3 illustrates a representative receipt for 
5 a customer at some time after passing the purchase threshold. The receipt can list the amount of 
total qualifying purchases (points) to date in each of the selected product categories. 
Furthermore, although not shown in Fig. 3, the receipt may also provide the amount of points 
generated in that transaction, or the amount of points in various other categories, or other 
information. Besides printing the pertinent information on each receipt, the status of or any 

10 information regarding each customer's account in the program may be communicated to the 
customer by various other means such as e-mail, web page, mailed flyers and the like. 
Depending upon the desires of the operating store, each purchase over the $300 threshold may 
begin accumulating rewards (that is, only purchases in the transaction that enable the customer to 
exceed the $300 threshold may count toward the rewards). Alternately, a customer may only 

1 5 begin accumulating rewards for any purchases that take place after the sales transaction which 
enables the customer to exceed the threshold. 

Each of the purchases (points) in the selected product categories may be included in or 
excluded from the qualifying purchases which were incurred in reaching the threshold purchase, 
depending upon the desires of the individual store or chain. For example, if the purchases are 

20 retroactively included, each customer may have purchases credited in each of the selected 
categories immediately upon passing the purchase threshold. If the purchases are not 
retroactively included, each customer begins with a "zero balance" in each selected product 
category upon passing the purchase threshold. 

For customers who have not joined the program, once the customer reaches the $300 

25 threshold, the cashier for that purchase may be prompted (i.e., by sounds and/or a text message 
on the register or by other means) to inform the customer that the customer has reached the 
purchase threshold and invite the customer to join the program at that time (step 31). Besides or 
in addition to informing the customer orally, the customer's receipt may also be printed with a 
message informing the customer of his or her qualification (i.e., surpassing the purchase 

30 threshold) and inviting the customer to join the program. The message may also indicate that the 
customer should select the desired product categories. The customer's receipt may be printed 
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with such a similar invitation message for a limited time (i.e., 7 days) after the customer reaches 
the purchase threshold. Alternately, the customer's receipt may be printed with the "invitation" 
message for a certain number of store visits by the customer after reaching or surpassing the 
purchase threshold. Customers may also be notified of the existence of the program, as well as 
5 their eligibility to begin earning rewards or rebates (i.e., purchase threshold has been met) by e- 
mail, web page notifications, regular mail, etc. If the customer joins at step 31, the product 
categories may be selected at step 32 and the program continues as described above and below. 

As shown at step 34, purchases for "non-joined" and qualified customers may continue to 
be tracked, and the customers may join the program (step 36) after passing the purchase 

10 threshold. Alternately, the operating store may enroll the customers at some time after 

qualifying (at step 36) without any affirmative action by the customer. After joining the program 
at step 36, the selected product categories may then be chosen at step 38, and the program 
continues as described above and below. 

As noted above, a non-joined customer may be entered into the program by the 

1 5 operating store at any time during operation of the program. A customer that is entered into the 
program at the operating store's decision may be able to participate in the program to the same 
degree as a customer that joins the program by his or her own decision, or such a customer may 
receive a different level of awards (i.e. proportional but reduced rewards) compared to a 
customer that affirmatively joins the program. 

20 The program may be set up so that the customer can change his or her selected product 

categories at any time during the customer's participation in the program. For example, after 
joining the program the customer may review his or her receipt and notice that the purchases in 
one or more of the selected product categories are not as high as the customer had expected or 
hoped. In this case, the customer may desire to change the selected product categories. Thus, 

25 the program may be set up such that each of the customer's purchases in the product categories 
are tracked during the customer's participation in the program, so that the customer may switch 
his or her selected product categories and, if desired by the store, can retroactively gain the 
benefit of prior (as well as future) purchases in the newly selected categories. 

Certain products or product categories may be designated as special or "bonus" products 

30 or product categories which can earn additional points for customers. For example, the store 
may determine that all purchases of pet products earn a number of points in the program 



7 



Attorney Docket No. 058420-005 

proportional to twice the price of the products. In this manner, the store or chain can 
communicate the bonus products or product categories (i.e. pet products) to the customers and 
encourage the customers to purchase the bonus products or products in the bonus product 
categories. 

5 The program may run for a predetermined amount of time (i.e., from a few hours or days 

to several years or more; in the example addressed herein the predetermined period of time is 
several months, such as three months). The predetermined amount of time may be specific to 
each individual customer, user or account, or can be commonly applied to all of the customers, 
users and accounts. When the predetermined amount of time has expired, the program ends (step 

10 24), the customer's purchases in each selected category may be totaled, and a reward or rebate 
based upon the purchases in each selected category may be calculated (step 26). The reward or 
rebate may be calculated in any of a variety of manners according to the desires of the store or 
chain. In one embodiment, the reward or rebate may be calculated as a percentage of purchases 
in each of the selected product categories. For example, in one embodiment, the reward or 

1 5 rebate may be 10% of the total of each of the purchases in each of the selected product categories 
over the life of the program. 

The reward or rebate may take a variety of forms. For example, in one embodiment, the 
reward or rebate may be a gift card (such as a rechargeable gift card), electronic credit, coupons, 
gift certificates, a net price discount (i.e. a price/unit discount) or the like. The reward or rebate 

20 may also simply be "store credit" that is good for specific goods, or is good for any purchase 
except specifically excluded goods. The reward or rebate may be a "delayed" reward, for 
example a coupon mailed to the customer, or offered as a "real time" reward that the customer 
may be able to use as credit in the same transaction in which qualifying purchases are made. 
In some cases, the rebate or reward may only be able to be applied to the purchase of 

25 products in one or more product categories. For example, the portion of the reward that comes 
from a selected product category may, in some cases, only be able to be applied to purchases in 
that same product category in order to encourage the customer to continue purchasing in an 
active purchase area. Further alternately, the reward earned from purchases in one product group 
may only be applied to purchases in another product category in order to encourage a customer 

30 to broaden his or her areas of purchase. 
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In one embodiment, the rewards earned in one store or store chain may be able to be used 
or applied in a different store or store chain. For example, a grocery store chain may "partner" 
with a hardware store chain such that rewards earned by purchases at the in the stores of the 
grocery store chain may be able to be redeemed at the stores of the hardware chain, and vice 
5 versa (if desired). Of course, a wide variety of combinations of forms of the rebate and rewards 
can be envisioned and may be used without departing from the scope of the present invention. 

The program may be set up and arranged such that the program runs during a relatively 
high volume sales period so that the customers may generate relatively high levels of rewards. 
The reward or rebate may be "time limited" such that the rewards or rebates earned during the 
1 0 program can only be used in a predetermined time period. Thus, the program can be set up so 
that the time period in which rebates or rewards may be used may be a relatively low volume 
sales period so that the relatively low volume sales period of the store can be boosted by 
additional customer visits and purchases. 

Furthermore, although the program may be arranged to run in various cycles, the program 
1 5 may also be arranged to run continuously, but may have various or periodic "cut-off points in 
which accumulated points or rewards are distributed to customers. Furthermore, when the 
program is run in cycles, customers that have previously joined the program may be 
automatically enrolled in the program for the next cycle without the need to affirmatively join 
the program each time. 

20 The program may be run for a single store or for a chain of stores. When a chain of 

stores is running the program, the program may be common to all stores in the chain such that 
purchases for each customer in each store are tracked and stored in a single database. 

The program can be run on an individual, household or other basis. In other words, each 
individual customer may include an account within the program, and a household of linked 

25 individuals may have their purchases and rewards grouped or aggregated in a household account. 
In this case, each individual may be linked to a specific household by obtaining information from 
the customer at the time of joining the program, after joining the program, or from pre-existing 
information stored in a customer rewards program account or the like. 

The program may be run on a processor, CPU, computer, server or the like (collectively 

30 termed "computer" for the purposes of this application) that is linked to each store. The system 
may include a central computer, or a plurality of computers which are linked together (also 
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collectively termed a "computer" for the purposes of this application). Each checkout registry or 
cash register or point of sale may be linked to the central computer, and the data for each 
purchase may be instantly transmitted to the central computer, or downloaded at regular 
intervals. Of course, the booth or kiosks (and bar code scanners) where customers can join the 
5 program may also be linked to the central computer or server. The central computer or server 
may be coupled to the World Wide Web or the Internet to allow information about the program 
to be accessed or transmitted by e-mail or over the Internet or World Wide Web. 

The computer or computers may include software stored or located thereon, or readable 
thereby, for implementing and running the rewards program. For example, the software may 

10 include a tracking module for tracking the amounts of customer purchases in the product 

categories, and a calculating module for calculating a reward for each customer based at least in 
part upon the customer purchases in selected ones of the predetermined product categories. The 
tracking and calculating modules may also be able to implement the various other functions of 
the program discussed above. The tracking and calculating modules may be able to 

1 5 communicate with each other in order to transfer data therebetween. Further, although the 

tracking and calculating modules are termed "modules" herein, it should be understood that the 
modules need not be separate or separable, but are only broken down into modules herein in 
order to delineate the various functions of the modules and of the software as a whole. 
Figs. 4-6 illustrate various components of a system that may be used to run and 

20 implement the program and system described above. However, it should be understood that the 
system shown in Figs. 4-6 are merely illustrative of one type or configuration of system, and the 
program can be set up and run in a variety of manners. Furthermore, it should be understood that 
for each of Figs. 4-6, the system and connections shown therein are not necessarily rigidly 
structured, and can be presented or illustrated in a variety of maimers with a variety of 

25 interconnection therebetween. For example, in each of Figs. 4-6, nearly every component shown 
therein may be directly or indirectly connected to or be able to be connected to the other 
components or via a wide area network (WAN). However, for the sake of illustration, a variety 
of components are illustrated as being coupled together in a linear fashion when in fact each 
component may be interconnected in a web-like or hub-and-spoke fashion. 

30 Fig. 4 illustrates various system components and steps that may be used during the 

enrollment phase of the program. At block 100 the customer data may be scanned and obtained, 
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by example by a hand held scanner 102. The scanned data may then be transmitted to an in store 
processor (ISP) 101 and/or to a management server 104 via a wide area network (WAN). 
Alternately, the customer data may be transmitted to the management server 104 from the in 
store processor 101 via the WAN. The management server 104 may include a database 
5 management system, such as Target Expert which is sold by Valassis Relationship Marketing 
Systems, LLC of Shelton CT. The database management system may be software or a database 
tool used to store customer information (such as customer identification, name, address, purchase 
history, etc.) 

When a customer joins the program at block 100, the management server 104 may thus 

10 be accessed to pull customer information which the customer may inspect (block 103). If the 
customer determines that the stored data needs to be updated or corrected (block 105), an update 
form may be sent to a data entry/processing service or to the Division Office 108: Once the data 
entry/processing service or Division Office 108 receives the update form, the data 
entry/processing service or Division Office may manually or electronically update the customer 

15 records in the management server 104 or at analysis server 112. For example, at block 1 1 1 the 
customer name and address information may be updated in the analysis server 1 12 by 
information provided from the Division Office 108. The updated information may then also be 
communicated to the management server 104. 

The analysis server 112 may include a database analysis or manipulation system, such as 

20 Market Expert sold by Valassis Relationship Marketing System. The database analysis or 

manipulation system may be software or a database tool used to evaluate, manipulate, or inspect 
data that is stored in the management server 104 or elsewhere. In this capacity, the management 
server 104 may act as a communication tool or interface between the in store processor 101 or 
point of sale terminal ("POS") 120 and the analysis server 1 12. 

25 The in store processor 101 may be coupled to the analysis server 1 12 via a WAN. 

Furthermore, the point of sale terminals 120 such as checkout terminals, cash registers, 
computers etc. may be coupled to the analysis server 1 12 via a WAN. As shown at block 113, 
when a customer selects a product category at the point of sale, the selection or selections may be 
captured, such as by scanning a bar code, and the data may be periodically transmitted to the 

30 analysis server 1 12 by a customer transaction processing system or software. As shown at block 
1 15, the data may be sent to the analysis server 1 12 via a WAN. 
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As shown at block 117, the customer's selection of product categories may be updated in 
the analysis server 1 12. Finally, as shown at block 1 19, the data stored on the analysis server 
1 12 can be accessed by personnel at the store or chain to review and analyze such data. 

As shown in Fig. 5, during the "qualifying" phase of the program each POS terminal 120 
5 may be connected to the management server 104 by a WAN. As shown at block 121, points 
earned by the customer may be displayed at the register or POS 120 as supplied and tracked by 
the management server 104. The management server 104 may provide points or earnings 
information to the analysis server 112 which can track the product category rewards 
accumulation for each customer. When it is determined that a customer has reached the purchase 

1 0 threshold, the name or other identifying information for the customer may be transmitted to the 
point of sale 120 via the management server 104 from the analysis server 1 12 (block 123). 

Each POS terminal 120 and the management server 104 may be connected to a Message 
List 130 which includes a list of customers and their accumulated spending or points in each 
category. Each POS terminal 120 and the management server 104 may also be connected to a 

1 5 Reminder List 1 32 which may include a list of customer that have reached the purchase 

threshold but not yet joined the program or selected the any product categories. The Message 
List 130 and Reminder List 132 may be maintained in the management server 104 as part of the 
software located thereon, or the lists 130, 132 may be located on other computers, servers or the 
like. When a customer completes a transaction at the point of sale 120 and the customer's name 

20 or other identifying information appears one of the lists 130, 132, the point of sale register 120 
may be prompted to print out the appropriate message on the purchaser's receipt. 

As shown in Fig. 6, during the "earning" phase of the program each POS terminal 120 
may be connected to the analysis server 1 12 via a WAN such that as the customers shop, their 
purchase information (broken down by product, product category, amounts, time and date of 

25 purchase, etc.) may be transmitted to the analysis server 1 12 (block 134). The purchase 
information for each qualifying customer may then be regularly exported from the analysis 
server 1 12 to the management server 104 (block 136). The management server 104 may then 
deliver appropriate coupons, rewards or messages to the customer through the POS terminals 120 
via the WAN (block 138). 

30 The program may be used in any of a variety of stores or purchasing programs, including 

but not limited to grocery stores, drug stores, department stores, gas stations, on-line stores, etc. 
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